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C H A P T E R  1

The Nature of 
Systems Improvement

See it big, and keep it simple.

—Wilferd Peterson

Years ago, Anne took advantage of an opportunity to spend some quality time 

with her younger brother—and get a free golf lesson. Rob was a card-carrying 

Professional Golfers’ Association of America (PGA) member and the head 

teaching pro at Honey Bee Golf Course in Virginia Beach.

As they headed to the driving range, Rob quizzed her: “Why do you play 

golf, and where do you see golf in your future? How important is it in terms 

of your life goals?”

Anne responded dutifully: “I play because it’s fun. I don’t have plans to 

join the pro circuit, and it’s only mildly important to me because it demands 

more time than I have to give it right now.”

Once they reached the range, Anne thought that if she just started swing-

ing, Rob would have to stop asking questions, but he persisted. “Just a little 

more background will be helpful. What is your typical score? What would 

you say are the strongest and weakest points of your game? How good do 

you want to get?”

Anne acquiesced: “Bogey, distance, approach, and good enough not to 

embarrass myself—in that order.”

It was fi nally time to tee it up and swing. Rob observed, took notes, walked 

around, and said, “Well, if you want to get substantially better, we’re going to 

need to work on your whole swing. If you want to get a little bit better, I can 
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give you some easy tips to improve your score. What do you think?” Anne 

smiled and said, “I think it’s time for a beer.”

You don’t have to be a golfer to learn from this lesson. What Anne’s brother 

understood was that golf, like any dynamic system, can be improved if we 

know fundamentally what we want from the game and why we’re playing it. 

Th ese are questions of vision and purpose (or mission). He also knew that, 

in order to improve, we need to know what our current and typical system 

is producing—scores, strengths, weaknesses, and accuracy. Finally, in order 

to select the most appropriate teaching approach, he needed to know how 

good was good enough from Anne’s perspective—in other words, her goal. 

Implicit in his series of questions was an underlying methodology for exam-

ining her system of golf. As a teacher, he needed to understand the context 

she brought to the game. Only then could he truly understand where to begin 

to help her.

Methodology: One Big Idea, 
Five Simple Guidelines

Asking questions about purpose, vision, and goals is a great way to begin 

the system-improvement conversation. Th e following guidelines take that 

conversation further, comprising a methodology for system improvement 

that is informed by data and characterized by the full and active engagement 

of the people within the system.

The First Guideline
Understand the aim of the system before you set out to improve it.

According to Davidovich et al. (2010), a system refers to interrelated, inde-

pendent entities that form a complex, unifi ed whole. Th e interdependent 

entities work together to try to accomplish a particular aim. Th e aim defi nes 

the system’s reason for being and gives those inside the system a sense of 

purpose. A system must have an aim. Without an aim, there is no system 

(Deming, 1993).

As we consider schools and their structures to improve student learning, 

we must examine the interrelated nature of the component parts of the orga-

nization, the core delivery processes, and the interdependent relationships 
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between and among the people and their tasks. In the case of a school sys-

tem, the aim answers various questions at multiple levels of the organization:

  Why does this school exist?

  What is the purpose of professional learning communities?

  Why is this important for me or us to learn?

  Why do I come to school each day?

Understanding the aim of the system brings coherence to the actions 

taken within the system. W. Edwards Deming (1986) refers to this in Out of 

the Crisis as constancy of purpose.

Knowing why the system exists and what it is meant to do is fundamental 

to system improvement. How else could we know if we’re doing the right 

things? Even if we’re doing things well, if those things don’t contribute to our 

purpose, then why are we doing them at all? How can we determine whether 

our actions and decisions align with our purpose? Alignment exists when “a 

group of people function as a whole. . . . Th e fundamental characteristic of 

the relatively unaligned team [organization in this case] is wasted energy” 

(Senge, 1990, p. 234). Th ough individuals in an unaligned team may be work-

ing extraordinarily hard, their eff orts do not effi  ciently translate to better 

results for the team, the school, or the system as a whole.

A mission statement is a statement of purpose. It communicates the 

reason the organization currently exists and why it was created in the fi rst 

place. Most schools and even some classrooms have mission statements. As 

Richard DuFour and Robert Eaker (1998) point out, school mission state-

ments are fairly similar from one school to the next, and though they are pub-

lically displayed and beautifully presented on walls, stationery, and business 

cards, they have little impact on what actually happens in the school. Th at’s 

because simply having a statement will not shape behavior. Rarely does hav-

ing a mission statement translate into the kind of shared understanding and 

commitment to the aim of the system that Deming is talking about when he 

refers to constancy of purpose.

The Second Guideline
Know what you want an improved system to produce or do.

What will the system be like when it’s at its best? What do we expect it to 

accomplish? At the district level, the desired end is often called “shared 
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C H A P T E R  3

Putting SMART Goals 
to Work

In the absence of clearly-defi ned goals, we 

become strangely loyal to performing daily trivia 

until ultimately we become enslaved by it.

—Robert Heinlein

How many schools and districts incorporate or require the use of goals? 

We’d hazard a guess to say that the vast majority do. School improvement 

plans require goal writing, and strategic plans employ goals as a component 

part of the methodology. Superintendents are asked by their boards to set 

goals. Often, as part of the performance management process, individuals 

are asked to set goals at the beginning of the year, not to be seen again until 

they are reviewed during a formal year-end evaluation and then only maybe.

Much time and energy is spent writing goals, which may or may not lead 

to tangible results. Goals seem to appear and then disappear as if writing the 

goal is what it’s all about. For too many schools and school systems, writing 

goals has become an exercise in getting the task of goal writing done and 

off  the list. It is a natural human tendency to want to complete a task and 

check it off  our list of things to do. Th e sense of completion and accomplish-

ment is refreshing. It fortifi es us to move on to the next item while serving 

as evidence that we have made progress. However, viewing goals as tasks to 

complete does little to inspire goal-related action; more often than not, goal 

writing represents the end of the action. Unless goals guide actions that align 

everyone in the system, including students, toward the desired outcome of 

student learning, what is the point of the goal-writing exercise?
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We’ve heard, “We do SMART goals,” over and over again. However, when 

we dig deeper, a diff erent picture emerges:

  Th e goal statements themselves are frequently not truly SMART.

  Th e goal or goals may have nothing to do with the GAN.

  Goal statements are made without reference to the learning stan-

dards that should serve as indicators of what is being addressed 

and the appropriate vehicles for their measurement.

  Intermediate target dates that establish periodicity for measuring 

progress are absent.

  Th ere are too many goals, making a lack of focus almost 

unavoidable.

  It is not clearly understood or articulated how fully developed 

SMART goals fi t in the larger, ongoing process of improvement.

  District and school leaders are unsure of their role in the process.

  While goals have been articulated at the district and school levels, 

grade-level and curriculum teams have not been engaged in the 

process.

  Goals are not being used by individual students to lead their own 

learning and create purpose in their academic lives.

Even if a school’s goals are SMART by defi nition, their impact will be lim-

ited if they are left to stand on their own. Having a goal is one small part of 

what it means to be SMART about improvement.

How do we set up conditions during the goal-setting process that will max-

imize success during implementation? Th e process begins with the dialogue 

and collaborative data analysis that precede formulation of the actual goal, 

as outlined in chapter 2. Th is is where priorities are defi ned and agreed upon 

and where the learning community coalesces around its common purpose. 

Th e team then clearly defi nes the goal and proceeds to focus on fi nding the 

most eff ective instructional practices and professional development that will 

lead to goal attainment. Th is is what should drive the selection of interven-

tions, strategies, new programs, and instructional changes.

Focusing Systemic Leadership Roles
SMART goals exist within a context of other improvement work, including 

the alignment of goals throughout the learning system. It is within the realm 
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of districts to articulate their vision with enough specifi city that those who 

are bringing it to life have a clear direction to follow. Robert Marzano and 

Timothy Waters (2009) list fi ve district-level responsibilities that are tied to 

the use of goals:

1. Ensuring collaborative goal setting

2. Establishing nonnegotiable goals for achievement and instruction

3. Creating board alignment with and support for district goals

4. Monitoring achievement and instruction goals

5. Allocating resources to support the goals for achievement and 
instruction (p. 6)

It is the responsibility of the superintendent and board to gather key stake-

holders together for collaborative goal setting, building leadership capacity 

to sustain collective vision and focus. One of the most important stakeholder 

groups, if not the most important, is principals. Th ere are a number of reasons 

why this position is so critical to systemwide improvement. First, the pivotal 

use of goals at the school level—guiding campus-level improvement while con-

tributing to district-level, strategic priorities—requires the principal to main-

tain a constant presence in the larger system of goal management. Th is calls 

for a solid knowledge of what the goal management system entails and how 

changes in a level of goal setting and monitoring aff ect the whole and the fl ex-

ibility to assist with needed adjustments as continuous improvement occurs.

Second, it is the principal who ensures that a district’s instructional pro-

gram is carried out with integrity at the school level. Principals do this by 

developing shared leadership for student learning among all members of their 

school staff , building the structures, and providing the time that allows the 

staff  to engage in campus- and team-level conversations focused on the imple-

mentation and improvement of the instructional program. Principals need to 

know that their authority is supported by central offi  ce administrators, and 

they need opportunities to hone their own instructional leadership skills.

Principals have a third crucial role: to be the advocate and champion of 

goal-driven work at their sites. Th e following is an example of this role in action. 

In a district in Colorado, a middle school faculty created a singular SMART goal 

for their school. With assistance and encouragement from their principal, they 

conducted a sustained and hawk-like vigilance on their progress toward meet-

ing the goal. Working at every grade level and in every content area, teacher 

learning teams created, administered, and analyzed common assessments in 

the goal area and shared the results with their peer leadership team for review. 
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